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B A C K Y A R D  T R A P P I I \ G
S.  G .  LANE AND JoHN LTDDY

Mist nets have made a substantial con-
tribution to banding in Australia, and the
authors are ardent supporters of their use.
Since the inception ol "The Australian Bird
Batrder" considerable emphasis has been
placed on mist-netting, somewhat to the detri
ment of other techniques.

The following notcs on trapping are intended
as an introduction to ncw banders who mav havc
ovcr loo led  thc  po tcn l i r l i r ies  o l  t raps .  A l ihough
traps can be madc portable and operated in the
field, many bandcrs wil l f ind their most pro-
duc t ive  t rapp ing  in  the i r  own yards .  Accord ing l r
cmphasis is placed on types of traps considered
to be of most use for general trapping of ground-
l requent ing  b i rds .

Nets and traDs each havc thcir own advan-
tages. l\-cts are ixtremely mobilc and wil l catch
many sp:cics not readily takcn by other means.
Somc advantages of traps arc:

( | ) In Australia gcncrally, traps can be used
all ycar round. Wind, rain, severc cold and hcat
all advcrscly alTect netting, either by reducing
thc capturc ratc or by endangering the wcll-
being of the netted birds. Traps are relatively
unaffected by the weather, but naturally carc
nlust be taken that trapped birds are not dis-
tresscd by heat or cold, or become wetted unlcss
drying cagcs are available.

(2) Traps can be used in one location con-
tinuously with l itt le disturbancc to thc birds
frequenting the area. Many birds become quitc
accustomed to being trapped and handlcd, and
Ieturn to thc trap time and timc again. For
cxamplc at Riverside. Tasmania, O6Q.21723, a
juvenile male Starling, was trapped and banded
l3 . l l .6 l  and was re taken 25  t imes in  13  davs
up ro  r , .12 .61 .  A  S i l vc re lc .  010.04535 band;d
at Lane Cove, N.S.W., has bccn retrapped on
26 separatc days in slightly less than four years.
Some individuals quickly mastcr maze-type traps.
learning to enter and lcave the traps at wil l.

(3) Traps not being operated can (and
should) bc baitcd and left onen in situ to con-
tinue to attract birds. When reouircd the traDs
can be  broughr  in to  opera t ion  w i th in  u  few
seconqs.

(4) If circumstanccs rcquire it. birds can bc
released rapidly by opcning traps. Nctted birds
must bc individually rclcascd and a badly tanglcd
bird may delay an expcrienced nettcr just whcn
he is  in  a  hur ry .

(5) Traps wil l takc considerablc numb'rrs ef
some species that arc not readily nctt! 'd. (Thc
reverse also applies ).

Types ot Traps
There is no l imit to thc variatiolls possiblc' in

trap design and construction. The Brit ish Trust
for Ornithology booklet, "Trapping Mcthods for
B i rd  R ingers '  by  P .  A .  D.  Ho l lom and H.  G.
Brownlow describcs and il lustrates m nv trups.
This booklet (3s. 3d. stg.) providc's a particularh
good introduction to trapping.

Traps  can hc  L l i v idc t l  in to  th rcc  muin  t1p . " .
each of which has particular advantages. Thc'sc
are : -

(a )  D i rec t  t raps .  in  wh ich  the  t rapp ing
mcchanism is operated by the bander whe'n hc'
sces thc bird enter the trap.

(b) Maze-type traps, in which thc bird cnrcrs
the trap through a funnel and is unable to find
rts way out agaln.

(c) Action{ype traps. in which thc bird
cnters the trap through an open door and triggcrs
a mcchanism which shuts the door.

Dircct and maze-type traps can bc relutivcly
simple to construct and both are good gcncral
purpose traps for ground-frequenting birds.
Action-type traps are morc complicated in con-
struction, requiring a trip mechanism that is
both delicate and safe for the bird actuating ir.
Somc action-type traps can be madc predator
proof. Several designs are given in the booklet
mcntioncd above; it is not proposed to discuss
them further here.
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6 ft. wide. 3 ft. high and aboul l l  ft. Iong madc
up of l7 pancls each 3 ft. square of wire nctting
mounted in a framc of l0 gauge fencing wirc.
Some of the panels arc bent for the back of thc
trap reducing to the catching box.

Birds taken in this trap include most ground-
feeding birds that havc frequented the yard. In
Riverside, Tasmania, thesc included many Star-
l ings and House Sparrows (the common garden
birds) with lesser numbers of Blackbirds. Spot-
ted Turtle-Doves, Grey Butcher-birds, Silvcr
Gulls, a Spur-winged Plovcr and a Scarlel robin.
ln Kingsclif i , N.S.w., the same trap has givcn
a steady trickle of Magpies. Grev and Picd
Butcher-birds, Spotted Turtle-doves, Pipits.
Will ie Wagtails, MagpieJarks. Starlings and onc
Drongo.

Dircct lraps have a big advantage over other
traps in that the bander operalcs the trap and
the trapped bird is released very soon aftcr
trapping. Loss through prcdation is most un-
likely. Almost the only way in which a bird can
be harmed bv a dircct traD is to have thc door

Direct Traps
Thc bcst general purpose trap is the drop

trap. This consists essentially ol a wire cage;
one end is hinged to the roof to make a door
throueh which thc birds entcr. the door is held
open by a stick to which a string is attached.
Wh.n ,i bitA enters the trap the st;ing is pulled;
the door shuts and the bird is trapped.

Suitablc dimensions for a trap are 3 ft. widc
l8 inches high and about 4 to 6 ft. long; or
alternativelv 6 ft. wide. 3 ft. hish and 9 to l0 ft.
tong. A gciod catching box fit ied to thc trap is
invaluablc in collecting the birds quickly. With
small traps it is usually easy to entice the bird
into the catching box; with wider traPs this is
not as easy and thc trap then should be high
enough to allow thc bander to enter the traP.

The door prop-stick should be hingcd so that
it collapses rcadily when the string is pulled: a
solid sticL wil l jam occasionally and may not
release the door quickly. Trap frames can bc
of wood or of lengrhs of 8 or 10 gauge fencing
wirc. One of us currently operates a drop trap
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fall on it. This can be minimised bv ensurins
that the bird is well inside thc tiao befori
dnrpping thc door. The movement of the prop-
stick and the fall ing door usually makcs the bird
start further into the trap, particularly if the
bird is facing into the trap when it is operated.

The big disadvantage of a dircct trap is thar
it does not operate in the absencc of the bander.
and an inordinate amount of t ime can bc wasted
just looking at birds fccding or resting around
a trap but never entering. Accordingly the trap
should be sited whcre it is frequentlv under
t rbscrva l ion .  lo r  cx rmDlc  l rom a  k i tchen w indow.
Occasionally a bird wil l be accidentally trapped;
we have had a Spur-wingcd Plover catch its leg
in thc string and actuate the trap, catching a
sparrow.

Dircct er drep traps need not be confined to
ground sctting; they can be clcvatcd to catch
(say) Honcycaters or Silvereyes in a tree if a
bottom is fitted to the traD.

Almost an), bird that is attrirctcd to bait can
bc taken in a dircct trap.

Maze-T1pe l raps
Ntazc-typc traps arc cil icient for the species

lirr whieh thcl arc dcsign.'d. Thc) eo \ist cs:\cn-
tially of a wire cage with a number of funncl
cntranccs. Birds cnter through the funnels and
arc unablc to find their way out again. Whilc
a drop trap wil l take birds of a wide rangc of
sizes ctl lcicntly. nrazc-typc traps are gencrall!
designcd to take birds of a l imited sizc range.
For cxamplc a trap to take (say) magpics would
havc comparatively large diameter funnels, and
small birds would tend to escape readily.

Conversely a trap designed for small birds
(say Starlings) would not allow large birds, such
as magpics. through the funncls. Trap shapc and
design can vary enormously; size usually in-
crcascs in proportion to the size of thc birds for
which it is designcd. For example a trap for
Silvcreycs may be as small as 12 inchcs cube.
Funnel entranccs for ground-sited traps are
generally on the ground, but top cntry funnels
are oftcn uscful. Traps sited aloft wil l probably
havc lunncls sited about thc middlc of the sidcs
and in the top; with perchcs placed adjacent to
thc funncl entrances. A reasonable sized, ground
s i ted  mazc  t rap  migh t  bc  about  3  I i .  w iac ,  l8
inches high and about 6 ft. long, with one fun-
nel in the cnd, and two or three down each
side.

In Riversidc, Tasmania a traD of these dimen-
tions with 7 funnels (6 inch entrance, 3 inch
outlct) primarilv designed for Starlings took

many Starlings and Sparrows, with lesscr num-
hcrs  o [  B lackb i r t i s ,  S i l vc rcvcs ,  Yc l low- ra i led
Thornb i l l s .  Grcy  Butchcr -b i id : , .  B lue  Wrcnr .
Spotted Turtle-doves and Scarlet Robins.

Maze traps have an advantagc over dirsct
traps in that they continue to opcratc in thc
absence of the bandcr. For the wcll-being of thc
trapped birds, maze traps should not be lcft
unobserved for more than 20 to 30 nrinutcs.
depending upon thc weather and thc preyalencc
of predators.. Loss through prcdation, particularl l
by cats, could bc cxpected if traps arc rrot con-
t inua l l y -  chrc led .  Tr rppcd b i r t l s  mr1  u lso  in ju rc
thcmse lvcs  by  rb rud ing  thc i r  fo rchcrds . '  o r
occrs iona l l l  b1  b , . ' r t ing  thc  e lbou.  o l  rhc i r  rv inu ,
on  tne  wt re  nc t t tng .

Accordingly trappcd birds should bc rcmovcd
as soon altcr trupping u\ is prucricable . Apurt
lrom thc prosp,jcl ol rnJur) or hr'r thrtrugh
predation, birds lcft in a mazc-t)'pc trap for aiv
length of -t ime often find their wa1' out rrgain.
This can be made morr. ' dil l icult b1: making- thc
t rap  h ighcr .  b1  .p r r r r id ing  pcrchcs .  rnJ  hy  f r r t ing
J  second or  ho ld tng  compt r lmcn l  to  thc  t rap .

For ground fecding birds it is bcst to sitc thc
trap near, but not undcr, a trcc about l0 to 12
ft. high. Many birds wil l l ly into thc rrcc, inspcct
the trap and bait. and then drop down ncar'thc
trap to feed. lf possiblc thc trap entrances
should face thc trec.

Mazc traps operate cll icienth whcn sitcd aloft.
At Lanc Cove, N.S.W. twe mazc traps havc
been used, one ground sitcd and onc clcvatr'd
about 6 ft.; both traps arc equallv cfficient in
l r rpp ing  S i l \  c rc t  c \ .

Combination Traps
t I  rs .  r ) l  coUrsc .  p ( )s \ t t r lu  l0  usc  l |  l r r f  3 :  i l

combination trap bv adding a scrics of furrncls
to  the  s ide .  o l  r  d r r rp  t run .  fhc  d r }o r  can  bc
proppcd and rhc  t r rp  us<d rs  i r  d r { r f i  l r i l p .  ( , r
thc  do  r  c i ln  be : \ccured i lnd  thc  l rJp  use t i  a r  l r
mazc trap. It is uscful to use such a trap ovcr
night; the trap can be set as a drop trap ovcr-
n igh t ,  so  tha t  b i rds  feed on  the-ba i t ' i n  thc
carly morning whilc thc bander is in bc,d.

When hc rises hc can use the trap as a drop
trap init iallv or set it as a mazc trap. A nraz,-,
l rap  una cnded in  thc  . 'a r l1  morn ing  is  : rn
rriyltatlon to predators as thcy. l ike birds, arc
most active and hungry in the carlv morning.

Catching Boxes
Birds can bc removed from small traps simply.

by l itt ing a small door (or bcrter sti l l  by fitt in!:
a sleeve) to the trap. Provided onc's hind cai
reach to any part of the trap. the birds arc

l l
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easily removcd. For larger traps a good catching
box is invaluable. A catching box used by onc
of us is sketched elsewhere. This box is simply
constructed and is cffcctive.

The catching box consists of a wooden box,
ocrhaos  I8  inches  lonq and about  l2  inchcs  w ide
irna hish. 

' l  
he toD an-d the two ends of the box

are re?roved. A' sliding door in a guillotine
frame is fittcd to the front of the box. A Panel
of clear glass is fitted to the rear of tbe box.
The top is covered with a piece of bird wire in
which a hole 6 inches in diameter has been cut.

A sleeve (leg of an old slacks is ideal) is
sewed around the periphery of the hole. A string
to the top of the sliding door passes over the top
of thc guil lotine frame, to the front of the trap.
When a bird is trapped the bander pulls the
slring from lhe front o[ the trap: the catching
box door opens and the bird secs lhrough the
clear glass and ncarly always quickly enters the
catching box. The door is then lowered and the
bird removed via thc sleeve.

Cost of TraPs
A direct lrap 3 lt. wide, 18 inches high and

6 ft. long wil l require 5 yards of netting 3 ft.
wide. A mazc trap of similar dimensions with
6 or ? funnels wil l require about 7 yards of
netting. Small mesh netting is about three
shil l ings per yard, and the netting for thc above
traps would cost about 15 and 2l shil l ings res-
pectively.

lf larger mesh nctting is used, this cost wil l
be reduced but somc smaller birds wil l cscape
throuph thc netl ing. Trap frames can gencrall l
be mide from scrips of t imber or wiri. Man!
vears of use can be cxDected from a well made
irap. Cost of a piecc o1 glass for the back of a
catching box would be about two shil l ings.

Bait
Bread and othcr kitchen scraps are good

general bait for most ground feeding birds. Meat
and fish scraps are readil) talen by manl
species, but also attract cats and dogs. Water
driooins into an inconspicuous container also
ar t ;ac ts -  many b i rds .  Bd i t  w i l l  na tura l l y  vary
considerably with the species of birds concerned,
from syrup for honeyeaters, to grain for pigeons
and parrots. We on:e took a Scarlet Robin by
gradually moving a bird bath closer and closer
and eventually into the trap; he was eventually
caught more or less with his pants down in the
bath.

Birds Trapped
Thc tabulation below lists birds takcn in traDs

and banded in  a  suburban back-vard  a t  R iver -

side, Tasmania. Between ore and threc traps of
several designs rvere in use between August,
1960.  and Apr i l .  1963.  Thc  l i s t  g ivcs  a  rcason-
able summary of the abundancc of ground frc-
quenting birds in the yard; the predominancc of
introduJcd species wil l be noted.

Number  o f

species Yii.';:xttJr'
House Sparrow 120
Starling 636
Blackbird 54
Easlern Silverevc
Spotted T urtle-dove
Ycl low-ta i led Thornbi l l
S i lver  Gul l
Gre y Butcher-b i rd
Scarlet Robin
Blue Wren
Yellow-throated Honeyeater
Spur-winged Plover
I  o ta l :  l2  sper ies

l 6
l 2
t 2
l l
3
2
2
I
I

The second tabulation l ists birds taken in
traps and bandcd in a suburban back-yard at
Lane Cove, N.S.W. Two maze traDs (one ground
rited and one elevated o ft. t weri used hitwccn
Ju ly ,  1958.  and June,  196.1 .

r--umber of
birds lrappcd
and banded

Eastern Silvereyc
Species

House Sparrow
Red-whiskered Bulbul
Spotted Turtle-dove
Blue Wren
Yellow-faced Honeyeater
Srar l ing

ti63
| 2lr
1 0 0'73

40
2 6
20
3 3Red-browed Finch

MagpieJark
Southern Yellorv Robin
Grey Thrush
Red Wattle-bird
!qic9 Filch
Total; 13 species

The figures shown in thc tabulations arc for
new b i rds  and do  no t  inc ludc  re t rapp ings .

Queries
I f  any  bander  has  quer ies  conccrn i r rg  con-

struclion or operation of traps similar to thosc
described in these notes, please communicatc
with cither authori they wil l endeavour to hclp.

S. G. Lqne J . Lidtlv
65 l lt ood St.. lf ommin B,it R,l..

Lane Cove, N.S.ll. Kingsc'l i f l , N.S.W.
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